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People think that homelessness and addiction are
just a series of bad choices. They might say, “those
people don’t really want help.” 

But those who live on the streets understand the
gaps in services better than anyone.

This guide is not intended to tell you how to
survive. You already know!

We live in a broken system



What is a peer?
A peer is someone you hang out with who
shares similar experiences with you. Each
peer has their own unique history of
addiction, mental health problems, or
homelessness. 

A professional’s knowledge comes from
their training and career, but a peer’s
knowledge comes from their own
experiences. 



Ideally, both peers and professionals are
paid for their work. 

The difference is that peers are often doing
this work without being paid, and have
been doing this work long before they
started calling themselves a “peer.”



For so long unhoused voices
have been ignored. Peer
knowledge is often overlooked
in favor of professional
experience, or it is exploited to
make others “look good.”

We are not numbers or textbook
stories – we are the experts.

Peer voices 
matter

Not everyone wants or is
ready for treatment or
change. You never know
what someone has been
through and healing looks
different for everyone, so
meet people where they
are without judgement.

Respect
everyone’s
journey



Why peer work feels right
We believe that everyone deserves community no
matter their sobriety, income, or mental health. 

We believe that people should have the freedom to
choose for themselves, even if that choice sometimes
hurts them.

We believe that everyone has something to contribute.

Be patient and let people come to you when they are
ready – not everyone will be able to ask for help.



You might be asked one day to share your
story as a peer.

Remember: Not every invitation is about
empowerment. Some people want your story or
your name, but not your opinion or feedback. It is
always your choice to participate or not.

More than just a token



Answer these questions if you are unsure
about agreeing to an invitation:

Why am I being invited?
Am I helping make decisions?
Who is listening?
Does this benefit my community?
What happens after I share?
Am I supported before and after?
Am I being fairly compensated?



Can people walk on their own?
Peer work is fundamentally different from shelter work
or charity work. 

It assumes the worth and capacity of every individual
as inherent. It relies on a “horizontal” power structure
in which everyone takes care of everyone else in the
ways that they best know how.

In this manner of working, people are not just
“problems” to solve or manage, but capable individuals
with their own talents, skills, and wisdom to share.



Power can change how people think. You can see it
in the eyes of every shelter worker, director, doctor,
police officer, and landlord. Not everyone can
understand you completely or have your best
interests at all times. 

Some shelters or charities might seem like prisons.
But remember: you don’t have to put up with abuse
or neglect because you are unhoused, use drugs, or
have mental health problems.

Peers advocate for each other in spaces where
people are otherwise mistreated or ignored.

You have rights!



Dealing with authority
Even peers must sometimes deal with authority.
Know that you must identify yourself to police
only if you are being arrested or detained.

Other than that, you have no obligation to
answer any other questions! Anything you say
otherwise is a statement and can be used as
evidence against you.

If you have not been arrested or detained, police
have no right to search you or your bags unless
you have given consent.

Even as a leader in your community, you remain
at risk of police profiling and racial
discrimination. Remember to be courteous and
use your intuition!



Death is sadly a part of
life on the streets. It
touches everyone who
spends time there. .

There is no proper way to
mourn for the dead.

How do we stay human
carrying such losses?

On grief and
burnout



Remember you are not alone. Grief is an emotion
everyone can share. Lean on your community if you
need to. And if you have the capacity, be that
community for someone else.

Sometimes, leaning on each other can help more
than leaning on a worker because only peers can
truly understand those complicated feelings.

Our Power is Our Community 

Our power is that we
have each other. 



Whether from illness or overdose, deaths on the
street are, ultimately, deaths of neglect. People
have been abandoned. Those who live or have

lived on the street understand this clearly. 

Governments, programs, shelters, doctors, and
workers all come and go. After every death, every

tragedy, every crisis - what remains are our
relationships with each other.

No one is coming to save us



Our outreach team can be found walking around
downtown or the Plateau weeknights on Monday
to Thursday, distributing safe consumption
material and naloxone.

We also facilitate activities and lunches for our
Indigenous community members on weekends
behind Mont Royal Metro.

For inquiries, reach out to: [opt.iswp@gmail.com]

Where can you find us?

Mont Royal Metro

Milton Park

PAQ2

PAQ1

McGill Metro



Who are we?

the indigenous support worker
project (iswp) is a small but
strong team of indigenous peers
led by the indigenous street
community. grounded in Harm
reduction, we support each other
through peer advocacy, “by-and-
for” frontline support, and
fostering spaces of connection.
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